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Field Crops Newsletter:

March 25, 2000

In General:
We should be thankful for the rains we have received during the last three weeks since we can now at least hope to be
able to plant corn and have it produce a stand. Prior to these rains I was really concerned there would be too little moisture to
germinate seeds, especially in freshly tilled fields.
The beginning of this crop has become very interesting to say the least, with the shadow of drought and all the effects
of crop insurance on the structure of the crop. About this time every year I want to go out and rent some land and go back to
farming myself, but this year I have not had those feelings. This season promises to be a very challenging one.
Cotton:

Since the last newsletter a lot of things have happened to change the complexion of the crop for 2000. Events of last
year are having a tremendous impact on plans for this year. Looking over the amounts and varieties of cotton planting seed being
planned for use this year it looks like a lot of old habits are being broken and a lot of new ideas will be used.
As always, there are surprises and new challenges. I suppose the biggest surprise has been the large-scale “rental” of
cotton land in the hill sections by farmers from the delta. This has presented both opportunities and questions that are the main
topics for many coffee shop discussions. To be truthful, I don’t know how to feel about this because it will ultimately impact the
infrastructure of the cotton industry in this area in a way that we are probably not ready to judge. Ironically, it is limited to
counties made up of both delta and hill production areas, apparently due to restrictions against moving crop insurance coverage
across county lines.
If you are going to no-till this year, burn-down applications should be complete very soon, especially if you want to use
Roundup. I would not recommend waiting very much longer even if you are using Gramoxone since spring weeds may form
growth so dense that the application may not give good control. Another very critical consideration is whether you have
perennial weeds, especially bermudagrass and johnsongrass; if you have these Roundup is probably the best choice and you need
to get it done soon.
I have heard some discussion about planting very early in April, and I even picked up regrets that some cotton was not
planted in March. There are many things to consider, and I try to carefully listen to things like this, but with seed supplies short
and prices marginal the risk of stand failure is a little high for me to get comfortable with this. Some of you have a lot of acres to
cover, and it’s tempting to go for it; but I would prefer a healthy stand of May 15 planted cotton to an “iffy” stand planted April
10. It would be a lot different if the calendar said 1965, cottonseed cost a quarter on today’s dollar, and the price of cotton were
eighty cents or more. I know there is research suggesting earlier is better, but when there is a stand failure in research the replant
is simply footnoted; in the real world a large scale replant can be disastrous. Another factor is that this year the seed you want
may not be available for a replant.
I know that some of you are not finding it easy to secure financing, and even if you get your loan you may be faced
with having to farm with less money than you need. In the face of that I encourage you not to cut too many corners on planting.
Get a stand first and then try to cut expenses. A lower priced fungicide may be a viable choice, but no fungicide is likely not a
good idea. A lower rate of Temik like 3.5 pounds per acre may be a consideration, but if you leave it off entirely where you have
high nematode levels you will likely pay for it later in yield loss. Cutting back on seeding rates is something I have promoted for
years because many of you have more plants than you need every year; however cutting below around 40,000 seed per acre may
cut your yield, especially if you lose a few during emergence. Something you may want to consider is recently released data
from Dr. Gary Lawrence at MSU indicating that a 4 oz. rate of Vydate suppressed reniform nematodes well enough to give a 465
pound increase in seed cotton yield (about 150 pounds lint). This low rate of Vydate applied for plant bug control, combined
with a low rate of Temik might just give you the nematode control you want and save dollars on the Temik, getting extra value
from your plantbug application.
Before I get away from cotton, I will make the same statement we make every year about planting. Plant good seed
into a firm and warm seedbed and you will greatly increase your probability of getting a stand of healthy plants. Taking chances
may at times produce rewards, but be sure you can afford to take the risk.
I will make just one comment on markets. Even though prices have been increasing lately, driving the big increase in
planting intentions, it may be a good idea to tie down some of the crop fairly soon. If this big crop comes up looking good things
could turn the other way fast.

Corn:

Some of you already have corn up to a stand, having taken advantage of the warm weather in the early days of March.
I felt good about this because the soil was in good condition and weather was warm. Had we not received rain during the last few
days you guys would have really looked smart.
Quite a lot of the corn crop is still to be planted, and I encourage you to get planted just as soon as field conditions will
allow. We are still in the prime time for planting to make excellent yields, but with every April day that passes the probability of
filling grain during a dry period increases.
Seed corn of some of the preferred varieties was limited this year, but so far the varieties I know that have been
substituted should perform very well. This will give us an opportunity to evaluate some of these other varieties under our own
field conditions.
Most of you are doing a great job of achieving good plant populations in corn. We have actually raised the
recommended plant populations a little in the last five years. Target populations were formerly at 22,000 to 24,000, but we have
learned that 26,000 to as high as 30,000 can give justifiable increases in yield. Another important factor in population is even
spacing of plants. This is the next step in increasing yields by preventing in-stand competition among plants from being any
greater than absolutely necessary. Air planters have helped this a great deal, and they are much easier to handle when working
with various seed sizes.
With a lot of emphasis being redirected back to cotton production, a temptation may be to cut corners in corn
production. Stand establishment is the main thing here just as with cotton, but a close second is weed control. Atrazine is still
the mainstay of weed control in corn, and it should be applied a little later in fields with known problems with morninglories.
These fields should also be checked closely for morninglories that escape the herbicide, and follow-up applications may be
needed to keep fields clean. We can tolerate a little grass here and there but vines can lead to ruin. Leave yourself enough
flexibility to make sure they don’t take you down.
Soybeans:
Soybeans are apparently taking a beating in acreage this year as a result of several factors, but fewer acres should mean
that some relief in price is ahead. The story is that supplies of soybeans are high, and that the South American crop is good, but
these things can change rapidly if acreage is reduced enough and major soybean producing areas have low rainfall. With the
yields you folks have been producing lately beans are still a very viable crop.
Variety selection is a primary consideration, combined with early planting of group four and five maturities. I have
been amazed at the yields that have been achieved with very little rain in the last couple of years. The state average yield has
increased about six bushels per acre in the last ten years primarily as a result of using improved varieties and avoiding the late
season problems of heat, drought, and insect damage. Stick to these principles and your soybeans should be profitable.
Early planted soybeans should be treated with a fungicide to help insure good stands. Once they are up, plants will take
a lot of abuse but soybeans are very vulnerable during emergence. If you plant before soil temperature gets above sixty five
degrees a fungicide should be used.
Roundup-ready beans are well proven now, and you should not hesitate to use this system as a way of cutting weed
control costs. Early experiences with RR beans scared some of you I know, but yields of these varieties are as good as any and
better than some. Where sicklepod is a problem, drilling with higher populations has been proven as a way of reducing
competition from this weed.
In Summary:
To tell you the truth, it’s difficult to come up with anything that you have not already heard, and with the situation all
of you are facing this year I sometimes feel I’m contributing little to help. The only thing I know to do is to spend all the time I
can out in the area offering to do whatever I can.
I believe we all have hopes that legislation will be forthcoming to turn around some of the policies that have agriculture
in trouble right now, but this may not happen soon enough to help us this year. Agriculture simply does not have the voting
strength to attract the attention of many in government, and the country has enjoyed such bountiful food for so many years that it
is taken for granted. Grocery shelves will likely have to become bare before the importance of agriculture is again recognized.
A consolation is that USDA projects farm income to bottom out in 2001 and then begin an upward trend that will continue
throughout the remainder of the decade. Part of my salary comes from USDA but you know as well as I they sometimes miss
their projections; I hope they are right this time.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D.
Area Agent/Agriculture

